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THE NORTH AMERICAN BIRD CONSERVATION INITIATIVE
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A Vision of American Bird Conservation

EXECUTIVE SUMMARY

Birds have aways been a source of inspiration and fascination to people around the globe
and from dl waks of life. In the United States, nature-based recreation—from backyard
feeders to regiond festivals—is the fastest growing segment of the tourism industry. In 1996,
approximately 160 million Americans, or 77% of the population, spent $29.2 hillion to
observe, photograph, or feed wildlife—an increase of more than 39% since 1991. If wildlife
watching were a corporation, it would have ranked 23" on the Fortune 500 list that year.
A high percentage of this recrestion involves birds. Birding is growing faster than many

other outdoor recreationd activities such as biking, pleasure walking, skiing, and golfing; it
increased 200% from 21 million participants in 1982-83 to an estimated 63 million in 1997.
Birders spend some $20 billion annualy in seed, travel, and equipment. The number of mgor
birding festivas has grown from five in 1985 to 140 in 1999. At aNationd level, economic
activity directly associated with enjoyment of birds generated over 191,000 jobs and more
than $895 million in sdes and income tax revenuesin 1991. In addition, three million
migratory bird hunters generated $1.3 hillion in retail sales, having atotal economic
multiplier effect of $3.9 hillion—considering the 46,000 additiona jobs and $176 millionin
sdes and income tax revenues produced.

Americd s bird population, however, is showing an darming decline. Long-term radar
records reved that numbers of migratory birds passing over the Louisiana Gulf Coast have
declined by haf since the 1960s. Birds such as the cerulean warbler, king rail, loggerhead
shrike, and painted bunting have exhibited a gtriking decline of 60-75%. The ruffed grouse,
eastern meadowlark, northern bobwhite, and American bittern have lost 50-58% of their
populations, while even more well-known birds such as the robin, goldfinch, and whip-poor-
will have declined by about 20% in recent years. In grestest jeopardy are the 85 bird species
currently on the U.S. Fish and Wildlife Service s threatened and endangered species lis.

Many federal, state, and non-governmenta wildlife agencies and organizationsworking in
the United States and abroad have noted the development of this alarming trend. To address
the needs of various bird groups, they have joined forcesin severa extensve partnerships.
Some of these individud initiatives indlude:

North American Waterfowl Management Plan
Partnersin Hight

U.S. Shorebird Conservation Plan

North American Colonial Waterbird Conservation Plan



While these efforts have generated some successes, it has been increasingly recognized that
the overlapping consarvation interests of these initiatives could be better served through more
integrated planning and ddlivery of bird conservation. The North American Bird
Conservation Initiative in the United States (NABCI-US) arose out of this redlization.

The vison of NABCI-USissmply to see

Populations and habitats of North America’s birds protected, restored, and
enhanced through coordinated efforts at international, national, regional, state,
and local levels, guided by sound science and effective management.

The NABCI-US seeks to accomplish this vison by (1) broadening bird conservation
partnerships, (2) working to increase the financia resources available for conserving birdsin
the United States and wherever elsethey may occur throughout their life cycle; and (3)
enhancing the effectiveness of those resources and partnerships by facilitating integrated bird
conservation.

The NABCI-USwill be guided by aset of principles that establish an operationd framework
within which thisinitiative and its partners may conduct integrated bird conservetion in the
United States and in other countries where these birds spend portions of their life cycles.
These principles will articulate a common understanding of the relationship between
NABCI-US, individud bird conservation initiatives, and partners. Such understanding will
insure recognition of federd legidative and internationa treaty obligations and state
authorities, and foster repect for the identity and autonomy of each initiative. A brief history
and gtatus of the mgor North American bird conservation initiativesisincluded. The
fundamental components of the conservation gpproach to be used by NABCI-US are
expressed within its god:

To deliver the full spectrum of bird conservation through regionally based,
biologically driven, landscape-oriented partnerships.

In sriving to accomplish thisgod, NABCI-US partners are working together “to take bird
consarvation to the next leve ”

Birds have a unique relationship with humans because they share our livesin ways that other
groups of wildlife species do not. Because of their unique status in human societies, the
protection and restoration of bird populations and habitats demands and deserves specia
emphasis anong our conservation efforts. Fortunately, these efforts will directly benefit the
environment and habitats shared by virtudly al other species—induding ours.
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THE NORTH AMERICAN BIRD CONSERVATION INITIATIVE
IN THE UNITED STATES:
A Vision of American Bird Conservation

INTRODUCTION

Birds. Their capacity for flight has dways captured our imagination and been the envy of
earth-bound humans. It aso accounts for their widespread distribution; a che

shared by humans that further strengthens our truly unique relaionship with k ;,!
do we thrill to the sght of the first robin of the soring, apair of wild turkeys, );J
solitary bad eagle gliding across a lake? How many of us have paused - -
while raking leaves in the fal to reflect on the wonders of migration as 4 ‘f\

we watched and listened to aflock of geese overhead traveling south? ;{!

How many times have we camped in the woods with our families, perhgps . W
beside alake, and listened thoughtfully as whip-poor-willsor owls cdled in o J
the darkness? How many sunbathers have peacefully watched pelicans skim 4

surf, or smiled a shorebirds racing up and down the beach a the edge of the 7‘ .;l
How many of us have been struck by the fragility of life and fdlt sadnessin fir

lifdess form of asmal bird which failed to comprehend “window”?

We asindividuas and as a society have a unique rlationship with birds, which touch usin

ways that other wildlife species do not. Because of their specid statusin our society and thelr
unique behaviors and habits, there is a growing sense of urgency among us to ensure their
conservation. Fortunatdly, this status provides an opportunity for bird conservetion to serve

asan “umbrdla’ for the conservation of other wildife species, biologica diversity, and

natural resources. Thus, the vision of protecting and restoring the populations and habitats
of North America’s birds demands and deserves specid emphasi's among conservation
efforts—and thetimeis now.

PURPOSE, VISION, AND GOAL

Purpose

In 1962, four years before the initiation of the Breeding Bird Survey, Rachel Carson devated
the issue of declining bird populations within the nationa consciousness through her book
Slent Spring. She was among the first to sound the darm on behaf of bird conservationin a
way that resonated with the public. Carson dedicated her book to Dr. Albert Schweltzer,
citing his quote:

“ Man has lost the capacity to foresee and to forestall.
He will end by destroying the earth.”



Fortunatdly, attitudes toward conservation have progressed since 1962 and we now have
more reason for cautious optimism. We have begun to foresee solutions to the problems
confronting bird conservetion, athough the broad-based commitment necessary to reverse
the declines has yet to be fully made. We have even begun to forestall some of the problems,
but on alimited bass and for a minority of bird species.

Bird conservation stands at the edge of amgjor advancement. This document portrays a
vigon for the future of bird conservation in the United States, and lays out afundamental
process that can “take bird conservation to the next level” across North America and beyond.
In s0 doing, its primary purposes are to help:

(2) initiate and broaden bird conservation partnerships;

(2) increase financial resources available for conserving birds in the United States
and wherever else they may occur during their life cycles; and,

(3) enhance the effectiveness of those resources and partnerships by facilitating
integrated bird conservation.

Vision

Thevigon of the North American Bird Conservation Initiative in the United States (NABCI-
US), for the enjoyment of current and future generations, is to see:

Populations and habitats of North America’s birds protected, restored, or enhanced
through coordinated efforts at international, national, regional, state, and local
levels, guided by sound science and effective management.

The focus of this document isabird conservation vison for the United States. However,
most bird species in the United States are migratory and many have a continenta, even
hemispheric, geographic ditribution. For U.S. efforts to be successful, they must also
address the needs of these birds while outside the United States. Thus, U.S. efforts must
include a strong internationa component. Integrated ddlivery of the U.S. initiative with and
through the broader North American Bird Conservation Initiative (NABCI), dong with
actions beyond our continental borders, are necessary for the successful redlization of this
vison.

Goal
The god of the NABCI-USis

To deliver the full spectrum of bird conservation through regionally based,
biologically driven, landscape-oriented partnerships.



ECONOMIC VALUE OF BIRDS

Birds not only inspire our poets and our spirits, but dso provide the basis for a significant
and rgpidly growing economy. Our level of participation in bird-related recregtion is a strong
indicator of their value to society. Nature-based recreation is the fastest growing segment of
the tourism industry, increasing gpproximately 30% annualy since 1987. Seventy-seven
percent of U.S. citizens, or 160 million, spent $29.2 billion in 1996 to observe, photograph,
or feed wildlife—39% more dollars than 1991. If wildlife watching were a corporation, it
would have ranked 23" on the Fortune 500 list that yesr.

A high proportion of nature-based tourism includes birds. Birding is growing
faster than many other outdoor recreationa activities such as biking,
pleasure walking, skiing, and golfing. It increased 200% from 21 million
participants in 1982-83 to an estimated 63 million in 1997. Coallectively,
birders spend approximately $20 hillion per year on backyard bird-
feeding, travel, and parapherndia. An active group, 24.7 million birders
took trips away from homein 1991 to participate in birding activities,
spending $5.2 billion on goods and services.

The number of sgnificant birding festivals across the Nation soared from five in 1985 to 140
in 1999. The Texas Rio Grande Birding Festiva generated $266,000 for the local economy in
1994; this exploded to $1.6 million only two years |ater. In fact, revenue from birding-related
tourism in the Lower Rio Grande Valey of Texas now exceeds that from the ared s citrus
industry. Smilarly, the Delaware Bay shore and Cape May peninsula of New Jersey receive
more than $40 million annudly from birders done. At aNationd leve, economic activity
directly associated with the non-consumptive enjoyment of birds generated 191,000 jobs and
more than $895 million in sales and income tax revenuesin 1991. In addition, three million
migratory bird hunters generated $1.3 billion in retail sales, having atotal economic

multiplier effect of $3.9 billion—congdering the 46,000 additional jobs and $176 millionin
sales and income tax revenues produced.

These examplesillugrate the actua and potentiad economic benefits of birds and their
conservation. However, there are also important economic costs of failing to conserve birds.
There are gpproximately 85 bird species on the U.S. Fish and Wildlife Service' s threatened
and endangered specieslig. If bird populations decline to the level of being threatened or
endangered, cogts for their conservation escalate dramatically. For example, in 1995, $18.5
million was spent on the conservation and recovery of the northern spotted owl, while $15.7
million was spent on the marbled murrdet, $3.3 million on the red-cockaded woodpecker,
and $6.4 million on the bald eagle.

Birds are integral parts of our landscapes, performing important, sometimes irreplacesble
functions carrying tremendous costs to society should they be logt or diminished. Birds
pollinate plants, disperse seeds, are criticd linksin the food web, and play significant rolesin
insect pest control. Insects and pathogens cause greater forest losses than any other agent,
including fire. One study documented that insect-esting forest birds reduced the number of
insects on white oak sgplings by hdf, enhancing tree growth and resulting in gpproximeately
17% greater biomass production. With a projected loss of 28 million acres of forest land and



an estimated 40% increase in wood consumption by 2040, the Nation can ill-afford additiona
losses in productivity due to declining populations of insect-eating forest birdsin our
remaining forest lands.

URGENCY AND NEED

Over 700 bird species occur in the United States. Populations of many once-common birds
are graduadly shifting toward scarcity while other species, such as the double-crested
cormorant, lesser snow goose, and giant Canada goose, have adapted perhaps too well to our
dtered environment. Addressing both scarcity and overabundance is asgnificant chalenge

for bird conservation today.

One expression of the current vision of bird conservation is “to keep common birds
common.” Perhaps the most startling concern involves well-known species that are dipping
gradudly out of the ranks of the common and into those of the rare. Cerulean warblers have
declined an average of 4.2% per year, or an darming 75% overdl since 1966. Smilarly
griking declines of 60-70% have been documented for the olive-sided flycatcher, king rall,
loggerhead drike, painted bunting, and black tern; and 50-58% declines for the ruffed
grouse, eastern meadowlark, northern bobwhite, and American bittern. Even some of the
most common birds are becoming less so. For example, how many people redize that
American goldfinch and whip-poor-will populations have declined by approximatey 20%
since 19667

Unfortunately, these examples are not unique or isolated. Long-term radar records show that
in the late 1980’ s only haf as many waves of migratory birds passed over the Louisana Gulf
Coast than in the 1960’ s. Among those species highly associated with grasdands, population
indices for only two have increased since 1966, whereas 23 have decreased. Over the last
quarter century, 18 of the 24 species of shorebirds for which data are available have dso
shown notable declines.

Birds that migrate to the Neotropicsin the winter comprise up to 80% of the species nesting
in eastern deciduous forests. Eighty percent of these are the insectivores so important to
forest health and productivity. From 1978 to 1987, 45% of these species declined
sgnificantly. Over the last 30 years, 8 of the 19 forest-breeding speciesin the Blue Ridge
Mountains and 13 of the 44 in the Adirondacks have aso declined. Of the 417 species
monitored by the Breeding Bird Survey since 1966, gpproximately 50% exhibit long-term
declining trends.

The urgency to address bird conservation can be highlighted using the example of the piping
plover, listed as endangered in 1985. If the current decline of 7% per year continues, the
piping plover will be extinct in about 80 years. The Great Plains population objective is
2,550 pairs. If management actions could reverse the declining population trend and foster an
annua 1% increase beginning today, the species would reach its target population for
de-liging in 53 years. However, adday of only 1 year in reverang that declining population
trend delays reaching the recovery level by 13 years, and adelay of 5 years postpones



attainment of the objective by 63 years. Thus, the biologica redities of the dramétic, long-
term declines of many bird populations, coupled with the societdl and economic incentives
for their consarvation, illustrate the urgency facing bird conservation.

One of the best-known bird-based metaphorsis“acanary inacod mine” It wasonce a
common practice for miners to take canaries into mines with them to serve as “living

dams’ for environmenta danger. Being more sengitive than humans to poisonous gasesin
the mines, dying canaries warned miners to get out before they too were overcome. In the
smple ecosystem of acod mine composed only of rock, ar, miners, and canaries, an
environmental chalenge such as poisonous gas can rapidly and noticegbly upset the entire
ecosystem. Today, many believe that birds in our natura ecosystems are serving as present-
day canariesin the cod mine. Although the complexities and subtleties of natura ecosystems
generdly preclude anything as sudden and drameétic as a dead canary in acage, declinesin
many of our bird populations may be warning us of environmenta challenges that dso bear
danger for our society and qudlity of life if not addressed.

OPPORTUNITY

Tremendous potentid exists to improve bird conservation, including al aspects of protection,
restoration, and enhancement in the United States and abroad. Currently thereisagrowing
level of public interest in and support for birds. We are dso experiencing an unprecedented
period of economic prosperity. There are many strong existing partnerships to build upon, as
well as new ones being formed, for planning and implementing bird conservation.
Fortunately, we have excellent modds from which to learn.

Restoration of the bad eagle and peregrine facon involved highly successful bird
conservation efforts usng the Sngle-species approach. Cooperative management actions
between Federa and state agencies and private conservation organizations resulted in the
remova of both species from the Federa list of endangered species.

Applying amore integrated ecosystemn approach, the North American Waterfowl
Management Plan (NAWMP) is pre-eminent among successful bird conservation moddls.
Since 1986, its implementation has helped increase many waterfowl populations. Most
importantly, it ingtitutionaized partnerships as the best avenue to successful wildlife resource
conservation. State and federd agencies had long been partnersin managing waterfowl
populations, but the NAWMP provided clear gods and structure to these partnerships to
conserve wetland habitats. It explicitly brought the private sector into these partnerships as
well—mogt prominently Ducks Unlimited (DU).



Serving as a catalyst, DU worked with government agencies to successfully establish public
policy, and it solicited the voluntary, but very active involvement of private landowners and
other private entities across the continent. The focus of NAWMP partnerships on the
protection, restoration, and enhancement of wetlands and waterfowl habitats has
demongtrated that alandscape approach to bird conservation can be successful. These efforts
have dso clearly shown that a habitat focus provides benefits to many species beyond those
targeted, and that an ecosystem or landscape approach attracts a broader array of partners.
The North American Wetlands Conservation Act has likewise been acriticd catdyst for
ensuring the viahility of these conservation gpproaches and successfully putting them to work
across the nationd landscape.

The greatest opportunities we have are the expanding partnerships designed to conduct fully
integrated bird conservation. State and federal agencies and norn-governmenta organizations
have been working together over the last decade to plan and implement the future of bird
conservation with an eye toward integrating their efforts. Grassroots support for addressing
the needs of dl wildlifeis growing, as evidenced by the public support that Partnersin Hight
and other bird initiatives are experiencing, and by the breadth of the Teaming With Wildlife
cadition. This support will continue to increase dramatically.

It is apparent from examples such as the bald eagle and waterfowl that, once brought to the
Nation’s atention, support for bird conservation is broad and deep. The messageis clear:
birds are important to the people of the United States and their populations should not be
alowed to decline further; but rather should be restored and maintained. The Sageis set to
move beyond conservation targeted on afew high-profile species or even a group of species
and their habitats. Clearly, we are on the threshold of anew era of comprehensive, integrated
bird conservation—and we must seize this opportunity.

PRINCIPLES

The NABCI-US will be guided by principles that establish an operationa framework and
Sdeboards within which thisinitiative and its partners will conduct integrated bird
conservation in the United States and beyond. These principles address the fundamenta
components of the NABCI-US goal to deliver the full spectrum of bird conservation
through regionally based, biologically driven, landscape-oriented partnerships.

“Deliver the full spectrum of bird conservation...”

Therearefederal legidative and treaty obligations, as well as state mandates, for the
conservation and management of birds.

The NABCI-USwill respect the identity and autonomy of all individual bird
initiatives (e.g., North American Water fowl Management Plan, Partnersin Flight,
U.S. Shorebird Conservation Plan, North American Colonial Waterbird
Conservation Plan).



Financial resour ces necessary for comprehensive bird conservation in the United
States can be mar shaled mor e effectively by a broad, robust coalition of bird
intereststhan by theindividual efforts of separate initiatives.

Financial resources marshaled for bird conservation can be used mor e effectively
when management needs and actions (1) addressthe needs of birds at the most
crucial pointsin their life cyclesand, (2) areintegrated acr oss landscapes providing
the greatest benefit for the broadest array of species.

Migratory bird treaties with Canada and Mexico have served as long- sanding, enduring
internationa conservation agreemerts. The tregties and their implementing acts grant
ultimate respongibility for safeguarding and managing migratory birds in the United States to
the Federd government. However, state wildlife conservation agencies have long been
partnersin this effort, exerciang a shared respongbility for the management of these pecies.
Conversdly, authority for resident bird species remains with the states, although the Federal
government in various ways has been a partner in their conservation. In addition, both
migratory and resident bird species and their habitats are the focus of numerous private
organizations representing millions of members. Also, private landowners, through
individua action and voluntary, incentive- based conservation programs, have contributed
sgnificantly to bird conservation.

Not long ago, “migratory bird conservation” was synonymous with waterfowl and migratory
game bird management. Due to the phenomend growth of outdoor recreation involving non
game birds and the documentation of long-term declines of many of these species, interest
among the public, scientists, and managers has increased dramaticaly. The concern
generated by thisinterest is reflected in the growing number of individud initiatives and
organizations with a centra bird conservation misson. Understanding that federal and state
wildlife agencies are mandated to conserve all birds, bird conservation demands that
attention be placed on the full array of species throughout the future.

“ ...through regionally based, ... “

The NABCI-USwill promote comprehensive bird conservation based on similarities
within geogr aphic regions regar ding habitat types, ecosystem components,
management issues, and successful conservation approaches.

A common ecological framework is essential to efficient planning, implementation,
and evaluation processesfor dedlivering the full spectrum of bird conservation.

The organization of regional partnershipsto deliver bird conservation will be based
on a sound ecological framework and practical administrative and economic
consderations defined by partners.

Regionally based partnerships are essentid for the effective ddivery of integrated bird
conservation. Various groups of birds often share habitats and conservation chalenges.



Smilaitiesin land-use patterns and natural ecosystems exist within identifiable geographic
regions of the United States, providing alogica framework for bird conservation. In
addition, the people, communities, and organizations within regions can work together more
readily in partnerships because of common concerns and opportunities. These smilarities
provide tremendous opportunities to organize partnerships to deliver management within
geographicaly identified bird conservation regions.

“ ... biologically driven, ... “
The NABCI-USwill be based on the best available scientific infor mation.

An adaptive approach to bird conservation is necessary to build our knowledgein
concert with our management actions.

Effective conservation of bird populations and habitats dependson an

under standing of the responses of populationsto habitat alterations and
management actions, and isdriven by linkages between population and habitat
obj ectives.

Waterfowl have been the focus of research for more than 50 years, yet significant
deficenciesin knowledge sl exist. Mgor information gaps likewise prevail regarding the
population biology and management of many other bird species. Monitoring bird populations
isanecessaxy firg step in focusing conservation efforts. In addition, scentificinformation
relating habitat ateration and management actions to changesin bird populationsis essentiad
for measuring effectiveness and refining management actions. The NABCI-US must be
science-hased to mogt effectively use the financia resources dedicated to bird conservation.

“ ... landscape-oriented ... “

Bird populationsrespond to landscape-level conditions, aswell as changesin those
conditions, throughout their population ranges.

Bird conservation objectives should be incorporated into existing natural resource
practices and programs as much as possible.

The NABCI-US will promote sustainable land-use and management practices most
compatible with bird conservation.

Bird conservation can help provide for the conservation of other wildlife groupsand
natural resourcesfrom a broader per spective.

Birdsexig within landscapes that serve a variety of purposes. Incorporating “ greenspace’
into urban and suburban development now will certainly play arolein the future of bird
conservation. Agricultura practices and Federd farm policies have important, direct effects



on bird conservation efforts because many landscapes are predominantly agriculturad.
Management of private and public forests, grasdands, and wetlands affects |landscapes at
regiona scaes. Clearly, the broad habitat implications of responsible bird conservation both
within and outside the United States can directly benefit many other groups of wildlife
sharing the same landscapes. Furthermore, alandscape approach dlows bird conservation to
be successfully integrated into sustainable land- use patterns, helping to meet the current and
future needs of society.

“ ... partnerships. “

Effective bird conservation depends on the cooper ation of independent agencies and
organizations at international, national, regional, state, and local geographic scales.

The NABCI-USwill build and strengthen the diver se linkages among public
agencies, private organizations, landowners, and individuals at all geographic levels
of conservation delivery.

Bird conservation effortswill include a broad array of options, emphasizing policies
that promote voluntary stewar dship approaches and strategiesthat are highly
lever aged to maximize the use of scar ce resour ces.

Bird conservation partnerswill identify and resolve potential conflicts among
priority bird conservation needswithin a geographic area.

Through training and education-based partner ships, the NABCI-USwill broaden
public awar eness about the importance and relevance of bird conservation to
society.

The angle most important component of bird conservation is partnerships. In any
cooperétive venture, each partner—federa, state, tribal, non-governmenta, or individua—
must come to the table voluntarily and be willing to share its resources to achieve common
gods. Successful partnerships contain partners that understand and respect each other’s
independent missons. They dso find common ground and follow management actions thet
result in the most efficient use of resources. Because of legidative mandates, the Federa
government must take the lead in providing the basic resources required for integrated bird
conservation across state and national boundaries; but it must also seek a broad partnership
among the states, non-governmenta organizations, and private citizens. Successful
conservation partnership modes like the North American Waterfowl Management Plan and
the North American Wetlands Conservation Act show the way, providing aworking
foundation upon which to build broader, deeper partnerships on behdf of bird conservation
in the United States and beyond.
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HISTORY AND STATUS OF BIRD CONSERVATION INITIATIVES

In the United States
Background

The surge of interest in birds has resulted in severa unprecedented bird conservation
initiatives such as the North American Waterfowl Management Plan, Partnersin Hight, the
U.S. Shorebird Conservation Plan, and the North American Colonid Waterbird Conservation
Plan. The North American Bird Conservation Initiative (NABCI) as awhole is fadlitaing
linkages among these individud initiaives, both within and among the United States,

Mexico, and Canada. Since no two countries are alike, each one decides for itsalf how best to
advance the common principles of NABCI within its borders. The following overview of the
evolution of bird conservation in the United States provides an important context for
understanding the trgjectory of bird conservation efforts today.

Bird conservation in the United States is rooted in history, public attitudes, and landscape
protection. Designation of the first National Wildlife Refuge (NWR) in 1903—an 8-acre
idand off the coast of Horida—marked an important point in the history of bird
conservation. Pdlican Idand NWR was established to protect pelicans and other colonia
nesting birds from the excessive millinery trade. By thistime, it had become clear that
unregulated market hunting, or the harvest of wildlife for profit, was a sgnificant threat to
birds. State and Federa agencies responded with laws regulating hunting and initiated
biologica studies to learn more about bird population dynamics. Internationaly, the 1916
and 1936 Migratory Bird Conventions with Canada and Mexico, respectively, and the 1918
Migratory Bird Treaty Act (MBTA) regulated the take of migratory birdsin North America
They dso made migratory bird protection arespongbility of the federal governments. A
strong tradition of internationa cooperation in waterfowl population surveys and harvest
management followed.

Ashuman use of the continent intendfied, so did the loss of and adverse impacts on bird
habitats. In response, federal and state governments accel erated acquisition and management
of the mogt critical habitats. Waterfowl were amgor focus, particularly for the NWR system.
State land acquisition often revolved around game species because its primary source of
funding came from hunters and anglers. Later, endangered species and other migratory birds
gained more prominence in the setting of conservation priorities on public lands. More recent
habitat-focused internationa agreements, such asthe 1971 Ramsar Convention on Wetlands
of Internationa Importance, have provided a framework for national action and internationa
cooperation for the conservation of wetlands and their resources.

Throughout the 20" century, the role of citizens and non-governmenta organizations has
been pivota in moving the Nation's bird conservation agenda forward. The three mgor bird-
focused crises of the last 100 years include the “plume crisis” of the first decade, the Dust
Bowl Eraof the 1920's and 30's, and the post-WWII pedticide criss. Citizens assertively
responded to these events by pushing governmental action and legidative resolutions such as
the MBTA, Lacey Act, Federal Duck Stamp Program, NWR system expansion, Pittman
Robertson Act, and Endangered Species Act. They banded together to form organizations
such as the Nationd Audubon Society, Ducks Unlimited, Nationd Wildlife Federation, and
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many others that worked to actively promote these bird conservation measures—and il
aggressively do so today. The pogitive actions of the past were adirect result of the
grassroots actions of citizens and non-governmental organizations.

Now at the start of the 21% century, with populations of many birds still dedining, even more
concerted actions and innovative solutions are needed to achieve our bird conservation goas.
The mgor individua bird conservation initiatives in the United States, and the
comprehengive, internationd focus of NABCI, arose out of arecognition that effective bird
conservation requires:

a strong scientific understanding of birds, their habitats, and population phenomena;
conservation and management at local, landscape, continental, and hemispheric scales;
and

the involvement of all elements of human society that affect and are affected by changes
in bird populations.

Flyway Council System

The flyway council system pioneered the firgt formaized, interagency, cooperative
partnership on behdf of migratory bird management in North America. This system enabled
dtates, the Federa government, and several non-governmenta organizations to develop the
processes and working relationships needed for co-managing the migratory bird resource. In
30 doing, this system laid the critical foundation for the creetion of future migratory bird
initiatives such as the North American Waterfowl Management Plan.

In 1947, the U.S. Fish and Wildlife Service designated four “flyways’ as bio-adminigrative
units within which to manage waterfowl populations. States quickly recognized

the flyway system as an opportunity for cooperative management of B
waterfowl and as aforum for promoting Sates interestsin the .
regulatory process. Resolution Number 10 was passed in 1951 by i
the International Association of Game, Fish, and Conservation
Commissioners (now the International Association of Fish and
Wildlife Agencies [IARWA]), and in 1952, councils were formed
for the Pacific, Centrd, Mississppi, and Atlantic Flyways. A
primary purpose of the council sysem was to establish hunting
regulations based on waterfowl biology and distribution, as well ' -
as to acknowledge different hunting interests and conditions across the country. The Nationd
Waterfowl Council, composed of a representative from each flyway council, was formed in
1953 to further each council’ s objectives.

“f

Today, the councils serve as the primary adminigtrative vehicles for provinces, Sates, and
federd agenciesto cooperatively manage waterfowl populations. Although the origind role
of the councils focused heavily on hunting regulations, they soon began to address broader
waterfowl-related issues. Now, the councils work to better understand and improve
conditions for waterfowl productivity, distribution, harvest, and habitat management.



Technica advisory committees have been established within each flyway to better address
issues such asthese.

In 1995, the IAFWA conducted a Flyway System Review and recommended that the
management of al migratory birds be coordinated through the flyway councils. For example,
councils may consider establishing new technica committees, in addition to waterfowl and
webless game bird committees, to address issues associated with other bird populationsin the
flyways. Currently, coot, gdlinule, rall, and snipe seasons are st in reference to flyways.

Also, mourning dove and woodcock management units have been moddled &fter the flyway

concept.

The North American Waterfowl Management Plan

Migratory bird conservation entered a new phase when the United States and Canada signed

the North American Waterfowl Management Plan (Plan) in 1986, followed by Mexico in

1994. Thisinternationa agreement challenged conservationists in North

Americato restore waterfowl populationsto levels recorded in the 1970's.
Most importantly, it directed that this be accomplished by creating
sustainable landscapes for waterfowl using unprecedented
partnerships among the federd, Sate, and private sectors. Many
factors contributed to the success of the Plan, but a focused and
organized congtituency was particularly key. This condituency
facilitated the passage of the 1989 North American Wetlands

- Consarvation Act—the primary funding tool for habitat conservetion

-~ under the Plan.

Over the last decade, Plan partners have created a highly successful mode for effective
conservation: regiond partnerships cdled “joint ventures’ that ddliver biologicaly based
habitat conservation on landscapes important to waterfowl. Each of the 11 U.S. habitat joint
ventures is guided by an implementation plan laying out measurable population targets and
corresponding habitat objectives. Population targets are linked to continental population
goals expressed in the Plan.

More than 4.9 million acres of wetlands and associated upland habitats have been conserved
inthe United States under the Plan, at an investment of over $1.5 billion. These efforts, and
those of other wildlife and agricultural conservation policies and programs, have contributed
sgnificantly to the rebound of most waterfowl species. However, the work of waterfowl
conservation is not done. Increased demands on natura resources from a growing human
population and the cyclic return to below-average water conditionsin breeding areas will
depress waterfowl populations again in the future. Furthermore, the monitoring of severd
gpecies, including sea ducks, is till not sufficient to adequately assess their status, but they
are suspected to be declining.

Plan partners are faced with the challenge of carrying waterfowl conservetion’s tremendous
momentum into the next century. Their conservation efforts must be woven into the rapidly
changing and more complex social, economic, and environmental fabric of the 21% century.
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Trends point to increased urbanization, a declining proportion of hunters, increasing numbers
of birdwatchers, increasing demands for grain, and globa climate change. Plan partners are
working to respond to the management implications of these trends and aso strengthen the
biologica foundation of waterfowl conservation.

Partners In Flight

Partners In Hight (PIF) is a consortium of public and private organizations and individuas
working to conserve landbirds throughout the Western Hemisphere. Its guiding principles are
to restore populations of the most imperiled species and to prevent other birds from
becoming endangered—" keeping common birds common.” Because landbirds are
sporead diffusaly across every habitat type on the continent, PIF may face the
maost complex chalenges among the bird initiatives. Populations of

landbirds that can adapt to the dominating presence of humans are

thriving, while many |ess adaptable species are dedlining. Identifying

precise causes of declineis difficult, particularly for migratory species

that depend on severa habitat types during an annud cycle. Problems
facing landbirds often stem from land use driven by societal needs for food,
fiber, and living space. Thus, landbird conservation requires a commitment to research and
monitoring, and an even more fundamental commitment to developing dliances with people
who own, manage, and make decisons about land. Strengthening the link between science
and bird conservation lies a the core of the PIF philosophy.

Partners anticipate completing the Regiona Bird Conservation Plans for landbirds in the
continental United States by the end of 2000. These plans are based upon species
prioritization, resulting in alist of landbirds requiring conservation atention in each region,
grouped according to shared habitats. Conditions of priority habitats are then assessed and
management recommendations are directed thereafter at habitats, not at individud bird
species. The plans strive to present scientifically credible, yet redistic population and habitat
objectives, considering current ecological conditions and socia and economic redlities. With
these regiona plans, PIF is contributing sgnificantly to more strategic, comprehensve, and
effective bird conservation.

Over the past decade, PIF s network of thousands of partners has been involved in adiversty
of proactive conservation activities including research and monitoring, habitat management

and regtoration, technical assistance to federal agencies and other landowners, policy
development and advocacy, and outreach and education. Partners have worked at al
geographic levels and throughout the Western Hemisphere. However, to be most effective,

its activities need to be part of alarger, integrated strategy for delivering bird conservation at
al spatial scaes.
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United States Shorebird Conservation Plan

Shorehirds are among the most amazing migratory birds, generdly traveling the longest
distances and being on the move the greatest amount of time each year. They seem to “follow
the sun,” tracking bursts of food resources as they become available, pausing briefly to breed
at the northern end of their route before heading south again. Many species concentrate a a
seriesof critica stop-over stes stretching from the Arctic Ocean to the tip of South America.
Their naturd higtory is S0 digtinctive that novel conservation actions are needed.

Mogt shorebirds depend on wetlands for dl or much of their life cycles. Habitat loss and

various types of degradation, such as human disturbance, pollution, food depletion, and

- increasing threats from predators, are the main pressures affecting

r)_\ shorebird population declines. Without remedial conservation efforts,
these pressures can be expected to increase in the future. Focused

conservation actions and integrated management practices are needed to

prevent additiona shorebird species from becoming threstened or endangered.

The Western Hemisphere Shorebird Reserve Network was founded in 1986 to
identify and encourage protection of the most important stop-over and
wintering Stesin North and South America. This and other conservation
effortsin the United States and abroad (e.g., the East Asan Australasian Shorebird Reserve
Network) have been very successful at protecting some of the mogt critical sitesand a

raising avareness of the specid requirements of shorebirds. However, these efforts have been
insufficient to secure stable or increasing populations of many species. Ongoing conservation
chdlenges have highlighted the need for comprehensive planning to address critical aspects

of shorebird life history.

The U.S. Shorebird Conservation Plan (USSCP) was initiated in 1996 to address this need.
The USSCP is a partnership effort designed to ensure that populations of al shorebird
species are protected or restored to ahealthy condition. This shorebird plan, completed in
April 2000, lays out conservation goals for 11 shorebird management regions of the United
States and identifies critical habitat conservation and key research needs. It dso proposes
education and outreach programs to increase awareness about shorebirds and their unique
needs.

Fortunately, many shorebird conservation needs are compatible with those of waterfowl. The
naturd synergy developing between the USSCP and the North American Waterfowl
Management Plan is beneficid for both groups of species. Because many shorebirds use
upland habitats for nesting or foraging, USSCP objectives are aso being aigned with those
being developed by Partners in Hight—further contributing to the integration of bird
conservation needs.



North American Colonial Waterbird Conservation Plan

This newest bird conservation initiative addresses the needs of colonid waterbirds, which
includes abroad array of bird species such as herons and egrets, gulls and terns, and many
seabirds. Aswith waterfowl and shorebirds, protection or restoration of aquatic and wetland
habitat is needed for many waterbird species. Still others forage dong shorelines and in the
open ocean, where problems such as pollution and conflicts with recrestion
and fisheries must be addressed. Some species such as the double-crested
cormorant are overabundant, posing unique challenges to population
management. The conservation needs of colonid waterbirds must be
addressed on alarge geographic scae due to their wide distribution,

with some breeding in the United States and Canada and wintering as far south
as Mexico or the Caribbean. Maintaining North American populations at
appropriate levels, therefore, depends on planning, inventory, monitoring, and
management actions on an internationa and continental scae.

Theweek link inthe life cycle of dl of these birdsis their propensity to nest in colonies. Loss
of acolony can mean loss of aloca population or, in afew cases, extinction of a species.
While colonies are sendtive to awide range of human disturbances, they are particularly
susceptible to new or imbaanced predator populations (e.g., rats and cats on nesting idands,
and burgeoning gull populations dong coastlines).

The North American Colonia Waterbird Conservation Plan (NACWCP) began in 1998 and
followed the lead of other successful plans by relying on voluntary partnerships, strong
science, and the development of explicit objectives. Components of this plan focus on
research and information needs, monitoring, management, and education and outreach. The
NACWCP will dso coordinate with other bird conservation initiatives to identify regiond
conservation goas and key habitats, delineate critica research needs, and develop public
outreach materials and training programs. The plan’sinternationa strategy will be completed
by December 2000, and its accompanying regiona plans will be available in 2001.

North American Bird Conservation Initiative

Theindividud bird conservation initiatives have come to recognize their common bond of
shared migratory bird habitats. The leaders of each initiative understand that thereis not only
common ground in the biologica landscape, but aso sgnificant overlap in ingtitutiona
frameworks on which the foundation for ddlivering comprehensive, coordinated migratory

bird conservation can be based. However, prior to 1998, no effective mechanism for
coordination existed. And athough the mgor current initiatives deal with most birds, some
groups such asrails and other nor+colonia weaterbirds are not included. Geographicaly, the
North American Waterfowl Management Plan covers the United States, Canada, and Mexico,
and the North American Colonial Waterbird Plan addresses dl of North and Centrd America
and the Caribbean. Partnersin Flight's Bird Conservation Plans and the U.S. Shorebird
Conservation Plan include only the United States.
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In 1998, the Commission for Environmental Cooperation stimulated increased international
cooperation. Participants from Canada, the United States, and Mexico brought into existence
the North American Bird Consarvation Initiative (NABCI). NABCI does not limit the
autonomy or independence of any of its participants, but rather seeks to increase the
effectiveness of the separate initiatives by integrating conservation objectives and project
implementation. NABCI is aso working to increase the resources available for bird
conservation. In short, NABCI isatool to help “take bird conservation to the next level.”
Any success in achieving that god will be areflection of the level of desre and commitment
of the individua bird conservation initiatives and their partners to work together to deliver
the full spectrum of bird conservation through regionally based, biologically driven,
landscape-oriented partner ships.

CONSERVATION APPROACH

The success of NABCI will ultimately depend upon acceptance and use of a conservation
gpproach that is grounded in sound science and landscape-levd, partner-driven ddivery.
Fortunately, this approach isincreasingly being adopted by the individud initiatives.

Establishing and Refining a Science Foundation
The role of science in bird conservation

Successful conservation must be based on sound science, a precept reflected
in the phrase "biologicaly-driven”. To achieve the god of integrated bird
consarvetion, there must be a solid underlying foundation of scientific
knowledge about birds and the threats they face. This scientific foundation
alows gods to be applied to specific conservation projects that manage birds
and their habitats. Science provides the information needed to effectively

identify and address critical conservation needs. Effective conservation requires an

understanding of the threats birds face, and the criticd life history stages and

geographic locations a which populaions are limited. Unfortunatdly, this understanding
isinaufficient or atogether lacking for mogt birds.

Fundamenta scientific information must be developed to guide the refinement of bird
conservation priorities, support the design and development of critical conservation projects,
and hep meaaure the effectiveness of our actions in meeting our gods. There must be a
commitment to this scientific process, even as we must aso continue making management
decisions without complete information.
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Integrated Planning, Implementation, and Evaluation

Effective conservation requires a dynamic process of (1) strategic planning, (2)
implementation of management actions, and (3) evaluation of effectiveness. This process of
“adaptive resource management” alows managers and scientists to proceed with critica
conservation actionsin the face of scientific uncertainty. When properly applied, the process
permits us to ddiver management actions while Smultaneoudy dlowing us to learn from and
refine our understanding of the effectiveness of those actions.

Planning develops the population and habitat objectives for specific groups of birds.
Scientists and managers mogt familiar with each bird group, particularly itslife history needs
and limiting factors, should initiate planning. Effective planning also requires consderation
of many non-biologicd factors, such as existing land use, public attitudes, and budget
congraints. Therefore, involvement of top management, the public, and decison-makersis
crucid.

I mplementation ddivers the specific conservation projects or other management
actions necessary to protect and conserve bird populations. Implementation is most
effectively carried out in an integrated fashion, combining the overlgpping habitat and
management needs of each bird group as part of an overdl landscape-level Strategy.
Integration of bird conservation activitiesis one of the core principles of NABCI.
Implementation requires the participation of the widest possible range of public and private
partners. NABCI can benefit even more broadly from working with partners whose primary
agendas may not focus on birds, but who gill share sgnificant conservation objectives.

Evaluation measures how effectively conservation actions and drategies have
achieved overdl conservation gods. Although it requires sound scientific information and is
critical to ensuring that conservation gods are being achieved, evauaion isnot anend in
itsdlf. Evduation activitiesinclude andyss of changesin bird populations and assessments
of habitat quaity and availability. They aso encompass targeted studies where critical
information is lacking for determining future priorities, and assessments of specific
conservation programs. Effective evauation should increase our understanding of the factors
limiting bird populations and how best to address them, thereby contributing to an iterative
process of revising the conservation strategies and gods developed during the planning
phase.

Toward Landscape-Level Conservation

Managing the conservation of the more than 700 bird species that
occur in this country is not practica on a species-by-species basis.
Each species may use many different habitats during the year and
each habitat type often has unique management challenges. -
However, at the scale of landscapes, the needs of many different bird species overlap to some
degree. Therefore, by combining management needs for pecies that use the same types of
habitat, the needs of avariety of birds can be addressed s multaneoudy—increasing the
efficiency and effectiveness of specific management actions and reducing costs.
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By ds0 gpplying this same approach to the needs of other wildlife species, agriculture, and
development, planners can define the nature of future landscapes. All of society’s interedts,
including such needs as flood control, public health, and bird conservation, must coexist on
our landscapes. A centrd goa of NABCI isto help build the partnerships that will achieve
truly integrated conservation, and design and promote sustainable environments to help meet
the needs and desires of future generations.

Forging Broad Partnerships for Bird Conservation

All conservation ultimately islocd. The public and private
organizationsin each part of the United States and other
countries are most knowledgeable about loca conditions, needs,
and opportunities. They are dso most empowered by successful
conservtion activitiesin their areas. NABCI adheres to the

) vison of regionaly based partnerships that build on local knowledge

v 1 and enthusiasm to promote conservation activities for al groups of birds.

,,,,,,,

Joint ventures, formed to implement the North American Waterfowl Manegement Plan,
provide the most effective model that exists today for public-private conservetion
partnerships. They have actively involved federd, state, and local governments and awide
range of non-governmenta conservation organizations in effective partnerships to generate
“on-the-ground” conservation. All joint ventures share the common characteritic of being
dynamic, sef-directed partnerships that deliver science-based habitat conservationin a
digtinct geographic area, conastent with nationd and internationa bird conservation plans.
The exigting joint ventures that have aready taken steps to embrace the god of integrated
bird conservation provide the first examples of the gpplication of the NABCI vison. In areas
without exigting partnerships, additiond joint ventures will be created to facilitate integrated
bird conservation.

THE BIRD CONSERVATION LANDSCAPE
Bird Conservation Regions

Effective integrated bird conservation requires the maintenance or restoration of landscapes
in which the quantity, qudity, and diversty of suitable habitats meet the needs of dl gecies.
Ecology- based landscape units enable efficient conservation because they encompass smilar
bird communities, Smilar hebitats, and smilar land-use and resource issues. Conservation
partnerships rooted in this context are not new. At their inception, joint ventures were
delineated within ecologically based focus areas of specia sgnificance to waterfowl.

Effective conservation ddivery requires linking population responses to habitat changes a
multiple spatid scaes—from the loca scde of individud habitat management projects, to
continental scales a which national and internationa program planning and evaluation occur.
Consequently, issues of scale have been prominent in NABCI efforts to develop aframework
of ecologicdly based Bird Conservation Regions (BCRs) encompassing North America. It



was recognized that BCRs should accommodate varying spatid scaesin biologica planning
and evauation, and should be flexible enough to dlow for the use of multiple scale- specific
approaches to onthe-ground management. Furthermore, any ecologica framework must
respect political boundaries while facilitating innovative bird conservation within states and
provinces and among broader partnerships.

NABCI has adopted a four-level hierarchicad framework of nested ecologica units asthe
fundamenta geographic bass from which to deliver integrated bird conservation in North
America. From the most generd to the most specific levels, these eco-regions encompass
areas that are progressvely more smilar in their biotic (plant communities and wildlife) and
abiotic (s0ils, drainage patterns, temperature, and annua precipitation) characterigtics. Eco-
regions at multiple scales may then be combined or partitioned in various combinations to
best reflect both the distribution and needs of birds, while preserving the integrity of the
ecologicdly based framework. This eco-region approach will facilitate coordination among
natural resource managers working at different spatia scaes or in different geographic
regions because eco-region building blocks provide common ground.

The purpose of BCRsisto:

systematically and scientifically gpportion the United States and North Americainto
consarvation units,

fecilitate aregiona approach to bird conservation;

facilitate communication among bird consarvation initietives, and

promote new or expanded partnerships.

BCRs are proposed as a single gpplication of the scae-flexible, hierarchica, ecologica
framework adopted for integrated bird conservation; not as static or rigid regiond units.
BCRs may be partitioned into smaller ecologica units when finer-scale conservation
planning, implementation, and evauation are necessary. Conversely, BCRs may be
aggregated to facilitate conservation partnerships throughout the annua range of a group of
gpecies, much as the Flyway approach to partnering has been applied in waterfowl
management. Findly, BCRswill dso fadilitate international cooperation because these areas
of relatively homogeneous habitats and bird communities traverse nationd borders. The
fundamentd principle isthat effective, integrated bird conservation can best take place when
executed within an ecologically based, geographical context.

A map of North American BCRs and an accompanying descriptive booklet are provided in

the NABCI outreach document, North American Bird Conservation Initiative: Bringing it all

together. The map reflects our current understanding of species digribution, life history
requirements, and conservation chdlenges, while the booklet offers a brief description of
esch region.

ADMINISTRATION
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The respongbility for leedership in fulfilling the vison of NABCI in the United States rests
with the U.S. NABCI Committee. This Committee will initidly be composed of 11
individuals, each representing an entity critica to the success of bird conservation:

Director (or designee), U.S. Fish and Wildlife Service, Co-Chair;

Presdent (or designee), International Association of Fish and Wildlife Agencies, Co-
Chair,

representative of the North American Waterfowl Management Plan;
representative of Partnersin Hight;

representative of the U.S. Shorebird Conservation Plan;

representative of the North American Colonid Waterbird Conservation Plan;
representative of Ducks Unlimited,

representative of the Wildlife Management Inditute;

representative of the Nationa Flyway Council;

Chair of the Non-Governmenta Organization Subcommittee; and

Co-chair of the Federa Agency Subcommittee.

The U.S. NABCI Committee will initidly have three permanent subcommittees. a Federa
Agency Subcommittee, a NonGovernmenta Organization Subcommittee, and a Monitoring
Subcommittee. The roles, responsihilities, and operating procedures of the U.S. NABCI
Committee and its subcommittees are defined in its charter, but will primarily serve three
functions:

1. To represent the United States internationally within the North American Bird
Conservation Initiative, gppointing three U.S. representatives to the Tri-nationad NABCI
Steering Committee;

2. To provide aforum for interaction among U.S. bird conservation initigtives, and facilitate
collaboration and communication amnong partnerships ddivering integrated bird
conservation; and,

3. To endeavor to increase the resources available for the conservation of U.S. birds
wherever they may occur throughout therr life cycles.

The Committee will be saffed by a National Coordinator. However, additiona ad-hoc staff
support will most likely be necessary to address the full range of Committee functions and
tasks. The Committee will address the composition and structure of this staff support on an
as-needed basis.



Additional copies of this document may be obtained from:

U.S Fish and Wildlife Service

Division of North American Waterfowl and Wetlands
4401 N. Fairfax Drive, Suite 110

Arlington, VA 22203

(703) 358-1784

[llustrations by Bob Hines, U.S Fish and Wildlife Service
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